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An important study recently published in the prestigious 
Journal of the American Medical Association confirmed 
that regular consumption of fish and seafood is associated 
with a reduced risk of Alzheimer’s disease.   

It is estimated that the number of patients suffering from 
neurodegenerative diseases, such as Alzheimer’s disease, will 
triple over the next few decades, passing from 50 million people to 
130 million by 20501. Because there currently exist no medications 
capable of blocking this neurodegeneration, the only way to avoid 
this “tsunami” of Alzheimer’s is to prevent the development of this 
disease or at the very least to significantly slow its progression. 

The good news is that several studies have shown that this 
preventive approach can be implemented quite easily. A good 
example is the strong association which exists between eating 
habits and the risk of developing Alzheimer’s disease, particularly 
when following the Mediterranean diet. Studies have shown that 
people who follow this diet, which is rich in olive oil, fruits, 
vegetables, beans and whole grains and whose animal proteins 
principally come from poultry and fish but not from red meat, are 
at lower risk of developing this disease2. 

The contribution of fish to this protective effect appears to be 
important because several studies have found both an improvement 
in cognitive functions and a decreased risk of dementia in people 
who regularly consume fish and seafood. These foods are 
exceptional sources of docosahexaenoic acid (DHA), a long-chain 
omega-3 fatty acid which is very important for the brain. 
Integrating within the membranes of neurons, DHA facilitates the 
transmission of nervous impulses at the level of the synapses and 
thus permits optional functioning of these neurons, simultaneously 
reducing the risk of cognitive decline. 

IMPACT OF MERCURY 

Despite this positive effect of DHA from marine sources, some 
remain concerned about other long-term effects from regular 
consumption of fish and seafood. Some of these aquatic species 
contain traces of methylmercury, a neurotoxic contaminant known 
to interfere with neuronal development. Although it is present at 
extremely low levels, this form of mercury is not eliminated by the 
organism and could thus accumulate over the years in those who 
regularly consume fish. In other words, does the presence of 
mercury in marine species override the protective effect of fish and 
seafood on cognitive function? 

To answer this question, a team of American scientists studied 
samples of autopsied brains from 286 people who had participated 
in the “Rush Memory and Aging Project” (MAP), a clinical study 
which evaluated the cognitive health of elderly individuals who 
lived in the region of Chicago3. They first used microscopic 
examination to look for evidence of pathological dementia in the 
individual brains, whether due to Alzheimer’s disease (amyloid  

 

plaques) or general dementia (Lewy bodies). In parallel, the 
mercury levels in these brain samples were measured using an 
ultrasensitive technique (neutron activation analysis). Finally, any 
possible relationship between these data and the consumption of 
fish was determined by comparing the data to the eating habits of 
the subjects in the study, which had been determined before their 
deaths via annual questionnaires. 

The results were very encouraging, both regarding the beneficial 
effects of fish as well as for the safety of consuming the fish. The 
researchers found that consumption of one meal of fish per week 
was associated with a larger quantity of mercury in the brain but 
that this presence of mercury had no effect on the risk of dementia. 
On the contrary, they found that regular consumption of fish was 
associated with a marked diminution in the pathological signs of 
Alzheimer’s disease, thus confirming the positive effect of 
consuming fish on cognitive functions.  

A GOOD ALTERNATIVE 

Over the past few years this column has frequently pointed out the 
importance of diminishing the consumption of red meat, whether 
for diminishing the risk of colorectal cancer or of cardiovascular 
disease. Fish undoubtedly represents one of the most interesting 
alternatives, both for its nutritional profile as well as for its 
protective effects against several chronic diseases. The seafood 
containing the most mercury, swordfish and shark, are relatively 
unpopular meals and thus are easy to avoid. This precaution is 
particularly important for pregnant women in order to avoid the 
harmful effects of mercury on the fetus. Conversely, salmon, 
sardines and even Atlantic mackerel, all fish which contain 
exceptional levels of omega-3 fats, contain only traces of mercury 
and can be regularly consumed in order to take advantage of their 
multiple positive effects on health, both physical and mental. 

(1) The World Alzheimer Report 2015. The Global Impact 
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